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Intervention Strategies in Management Consulting

Thomas G. Cummings


Consulting firms typically describe their services in marketing brochures along dimensions having to do with specialized practice areas and the types of clients they serve, such as information systems in health-care businesses. Although these features help to explain what services the firm provides to what kinds of clients, they reveal relatively little about how the firm actually intervenes to provide these services. Intervention strategies are rarely advertised in management consulting but are left opaque and part of the “mystery” of the profession. Yet, I believe intervention strategies determine success in consulting outcomes.


Like all practical professions, management consulting faces persistent questions from researchers and critics of the profession about the efficacy of its applications. This is especially true when it comes to implementing proposed changes in organizations. Management consultants frequently discover that their recommendations, no matter how valid or relevant, make little if any impact on how their client organizations function. As a result, their advice fails to translate into real organization change. Explanations and excuses for this unfortunate execution gap between recommendations and implementation can come from consultants (e.g., no top management support to implement) and from the client (e.g., recommendations were impractical).
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The explanation for this gap lies in the way that consultants choose to intervene in organizations. They may use the wrong intervention approach for the problem at hand. Or the client may resist a recommended approach that indeed might work but which the client doesn't understand and therefore objects. Consulting firms are often wedded to their unique intervention approaches, the “XYZ firm way,” regardless of the situation. And clients are often naive about what questions to ask regarding what types of interventions may or may not work in their organizations. As a result, they may buy the wrong intervention, only to learn too late about that mistake.

Greater knowledge about interventions is essential to consultants and clients alike for improving consulting practice and enhancing implementation success.
  Consultants can benefit by knowing more clearly what kinds of interventions may or may not work under certain conditions. And perceptive clients can become more aware of the right questions to ask of potential consultants about their intervention approaches before deciding to accept a specific proposal. 

This chapter addresses both sides of the consulting relationship and shows how the nature of consulting interventions can affect outcomes, negatively or positively, in different situations. It presents a framework based on two key dimensions underlying most interventions, delivery mode and content focus. Delivery mode refers to how consulting is conducted (e.g., types of involvement) with the client, and content focus refers to the substance (e.g., theories and issues) being considered by the consultants. Then it describes how these two dimensions intersect in practice to give rise to four possible intervention strategies: expertise-based, organization-based, teaching-based, and process-based. Each strategy will be discussed for its strengths and weaknesses under certain conditions in a client's organization. The chapter concludes with broader implications for the future development of consultants, clients, and the consulting profession. 
Key Dimensions in Consulting Interventions

As shown in Exhibit XX-1, the two dimensions of delivery mode and content focus lay behind the four basic intervention strategies in management consulting. The two dimensions in themselves provide useful insights into the assumptions and dynamics that underpin the intervention strategies. 

Exhibit XX-1 about here

Delivery Mode Dimension

The delivery mode in consulting represents a continuum with two different modes of delivery at each end, from study and recommend to facilitate and learn (see horizontal dimension in Exhibit XX-1). As these terms imply, the former mode involves analyzing the client’s situation and proposing solutions; the latter mode emphasizes helping clients learn for themselves about how to improve their organizations. Similar distinctions made elsewhere in this book include describing consultants as “experts” versus “advisors” (Maister, Chapter X); “prescriptive” versus “facilitative” consulting roles (Nadler, Chapter X); and in other literature, such as “consultant-centered” versus “client-centered” change processes.
 

Exhibit XX-2 presents these two opposing delivery modes in terms of their history, basic assumptions, and other aspects that highlight their major differences. 
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Study and Recommend. This is the oldest and most prevalent delivery mode in management consulting. Consultants analyze clients’ organizations and propose solutions to their problems. Its historical roots go back over seventy-five years to the rapid emergence of management consulting as a profession following World War I. At the time, engineering was the most developed of the applied sciences with specific applications for business firms. Thus, its rational problem-solving approach heavily influenced how consulting services were delivered to management. Indeed, the profession’s first society was called the Association of Consulting Management Engineers (ACME), which later changed its name to the Association of Management Consulting Firms (AMCF) as companies came to dominate the industry and other applied disciplines, such as accounting and economics, entered the field. 


From its engineering origins, it is not surprising that the study and recommend mode treats organization change as an empirical-rational process. It assumes that managers are guided by reason and evidence and will use rational criteria to make decisions about changing the organization. Because the chief threat to rationality is ignorance or superstition, managers need objective empirical information to make good decisions. It is assumed that such so-called “facts” will persuade them to change. 


Based on these assumptions, the study and recommend mode emphasizes hard data and bottom-line results. It values organization effectiveness and efficiency, with the goal of finding the right solution to a clearly defined management problem with profit-and-loss consequences. 
This study and recommend mode tends to view management as a “science” where change is implemented via rational persuasion. Consultants study the client’s situation to provide objective evidence about the causes of problems and give expert advice on what to do about them. To be successful, study and recommend consultants need to be seen by clients as objective experts. Thus, they work hard to differentiate themselves from clients. They act as detached solution givers and not involved implementers; they engage with clients in arms-length relationships where they meet only periodically. 
To enhance their perceived expertise, consultants draw heavily on knowledge and methods from the academic business disciplines (e.g., finance and strategy), which provide them with analytical models and prescriptive solutions, such as Porter’s Five Forces model or the BCG matrix. All this helps to assure, and reinforce the belief, that consultants are unbiased and professionally proficient. Such views are fundamental to the study and recommend delivery mode. 


Facilitate and Learn. At the other end of the delivery mode continuum, the facilitate and learn mode focuses on helping clients learn how to improve their own organizations. It dates to the 1950s with the emergence of humanistic psychology and organization development and their applications to management consulting. Many corporate training programs eventually evolved out of this movement, such as Participative Management and the Managerial Grid. The facilitate and learn mode emphasizes the developmental nature of people and organizations. This approach assumes that the more developed an organization, the better able it is to solve its own problems and to improve itself. Thus, management consulting under this mode is concerned with transferring skills and knowledge to organizations so they can self-improve their capability to solve problems.


The facilitate and learn mode considers organization change as a normative re-educative process. It does not deny human rationality but assumes that in social contexts, people’s behavior is heavily influenced by social norms and their commitment to them. For change to occur, people must modify norms and develop commitment to new ones. This cannot be accomplished by changes in the amount of information available and intellectual logic alone. It requires the active involvement of people in changing the attitudes, skills, and relationships underlying their behavior. Thus, people must participate in their own reeducation and, thereby, change themselves if they are to change at all.


 Given these assumptions, the facilitate and learn mode emphasizes learning and commitment to change. It values consulting relationships that promote collaboration, openness, and trust among participants, which in turn facilitate helping clients learn how to change and improve themselves. Facilitate and learn consultants instruct clients on how to change their organizations through active participation of employees in the change process itself. Therefore, consulting engagements tend to be highly intense and continuous. If clients are to grow and develop, they must transcend their natural dependency on consultants. This places a heavy demand on a consultant’s clinical expertise and social acumen. The consultant must act more like a facilitator and trainer than an expert as clients develop their own competencies for implementing change and improvement. 

Content Focus Dimension

The second key dimension that underlies most interventions concerns the content focus of a consulting engagement. This involves the substantive aspects of the client’s organization that consultants address, such as corporate strategy, organization design, team decision-making, and employee motivation. It also includes the content of knowledge and methods brought to bear by the consultants, such as psychological theories, marketing models, and operations techniques.
Content focus differs enormously in management consulting and often serves as the basis for a firm to advertise its specialized knowledge and services in a particular practice area, such as human resources or information systems or strategy. Content focus falls along a continuum from technical systems to social systems (see vertical dimension in Exhibit XX-1). The former has to do with the strategy that client organizations use to gain competitive advantage and the organization design that structures the production and delivery of products and services; while the latter involves employee capabilities and the motivation and human relationships that occur among employees as they organize, coordinate, and control their efforts to make decisions and communicate with each other.
 These two aspects of content focus are described further in Exhibit XX-3.   
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Technical Systems. Like the study and recommend delivery mode, the technical systems focus is the oldest and most pervasive content focus in management consulting. It dates back to Frederick Taylor’s pioneering work in scientific management in the early 1900s, which emphasized efficiency at work through the analysis and redesign of jobs and work methods. Because organizations tended to be highly inefficient, the initial success of scientific management fueled widespread demand for such expertise. Thus, early management consulting concentrated on the technical side of organizations, primarily on the shop floor. Over time, this focus extended to organizations’ marketing, administrative, and information functions, and more recently, to corporate strategy, supply chains, and strategic alliances.  

Underlying the technical focus are certain assumptions about how to understand issues of concern to clients. It is assumed that there is a body of knowledge that can be drawn on by educated consultants from different disciplines. Such knowledge is viewed as applicable across situations. Thus, consultants intervene to apply general expertise and others’ experience to different clients facing similar problems. Moreover, client organizations are treated as objective entities with their own properties and features. Therefore, consultants believe they can independently measure and analyze these features. 


Based on these assumptions, the technical systems content focus addresses the more manifest or observable aspects of a client’s problems. It emphasizes technical variables as action levers for improvement, including the client's strategy and organization design elements, such as structure, work design, information systems, and human resource practices.

Technically oriented consultants generally collect and analyze information about the organization’s industry and competitors, its design elements, and how it achieves on various performance criteria. Based on that information, they apply technical knowledge and expertise to develop specific innovations for improving the organization. Thus, clients select management consultants for their strong technical expertise and knowledge of the client’s industry. They often retain them again for demonstrating measurable improvements in client functioning and performance.  


Social Systems. This content focus involves the human side of organizations and it is rooted in the emergence of the knowledge fields of organization development in the 1950s, leadership change methods in the 1990s, and positive organizational scholarship in the 2000s. As organizations grew larger and more bureaucratic, they experienced a host of unintended social problems; members found it increasingly difficult to communicate both laterally and vertically, to resolve problems within and across groups, and to respond energetically to managerial directives. Also, consultants experienced growing resistance to the technical solutions offered to clients. 
The field of organization development, drawing heavily on the disciplines of psychology and sociology, responded to these problems with a variety of interventions for improving social processes and overcoming resistance to change, such team-building, process consultation, and conflict management. In focusing on social content, management consultants placed heavy emphasis on resolving social ills and making things run smoother. They addressed social processes as the key to implementing organization change. 


This content focus, supplemented by knowledge on leadership change and positive organizational scholarship, treats organizations from a subjective perspective, both in their design and in their evolution. Organizations are viewed as socially constructed out of employee intents, values, and perceptions. They involve members taking action and making sense out of this behavior, thereby creating shared meaning for organized activities. Thus, to understand organizations, it is necessary to see them as the members of the organization see them. 
Subjective experiences play a key role in applying knowledge to organizations. Because member sense-making is unique in each organization, generalized knowledge must be adapted to fit specific organization contexts. So called “local knowledge” is essential to this adaptation process.  


Given these views, the social systems focus treats individuals and groups as the key action levers for improving organizations, primarily through social processes having to do with employee development, leadership, decision making, and communication. Consultants typically spend considerable time with organization members to understand how they perceive those processes. Then, they apply their expertise to help make these social processes run smoother and more effectively. Clients tend to select management consultants having strong interpersonal competence and a belief that solutions lie within the members of the organization. They retain consultants they can trust and be open with during their contacts. 

Four Alternative Intervention Strategies

The two underlying dimensions of interventions--delivery modes and content focus--interact in the real world to produce four basic intervention strategies for consultants (depicted earlier in Exhibit XX-1). I have labeled these four strategies as: expertise-based, organization-based, teaching-based, and process-based. In this section, I describe each strategy in some depth, exploring its strengths and weaknesses, and suggesting situations where each is likely to be more or less effective. Later in this chapter, I will consider how the four intervention strategies can be used in combination during certain types of consulting engagements and at different stages in a project. 
Expertise-based Strategy


This intervention strategy combines the study and recommend delivery mode with a content focus on technical systems. From its roots in engineering and scientific management, the expertise-based strategy has come to dominate management consulting. Today, it is used by most large consulting firms to intervene with clients. 
The expertise-based strategy is relatively straight forward. 
 Consultants collect and analyze data about technical aspects of the client organization, such as its business strategy and organization design including structure, information systems, operations, and human resources. They then recommend specific solutions to client problems, such as a new global strategy, a decentralized structure, or a streamlined supply chain. 

To be unbiased observers and advisors, expertise-based consultants clearly divide the consultant and client roles; the former is concerned with recommending while the latter with implementing. As experts, consultants work hard to show how their general technical knowledge applies to specific client situations. 
A typical example of the expertise-based strategy involves a large management consulting firm that is hired to advise a company’s top management team on possible changes in the firm’s business strategy. Led by a seasoned engagement manager with experience in the client’s industry, several consultants and analysts are assigned full time to the consulting project, which lasts from three to six months. They gather data on the client and its competitive environment, usually drawing on market research and industry dynamics. Based on this information and analysis, the consultants recommend specific changes to the client’s business strategy. This is accomplished in a multi-media presentation to the top management team, backed by a written report containing supporting data. The consultants also might propose helping the client organization implement the proposed changes.

The expertise-based intervention strategy has a number of distinct strengths. It offers clients an objective and independent assessment of their situation, which can uncover problems and opportunities that clients have not addressed or considered. Expertise-based consultants bring new perspectives to clients; their knowledge of the client’s industry and competitors will suggest best practices that clients can implement. 

In recent years, expertise-based consultants have increasingly applied their capabilities to perform tasks or provide services that clients normally do themselves, particularly support functions such as accounting, human resource management, and information processing. This external capability provides clients with viable options to outsource tasks that are not part of their core competence and that consultants can do better and cheaper. 
Perhaps the greatest strength of the expertise-based intervention strategy is that clients can easily understand it and defend its use to relevant stakeholders. Using experts to solve problems is generally considered normal and highly rational. In case of failure, clients can reliably blame consultants rather than themselves. 

The expertise-based strategy also contains certain downsides, however. It is unlikely to lead to high levels of commitment to change, thus resulting in implementation problems. While expert consultants will brief the client occasionally on their progress, they typically do not involve the client in data gathering, analysis, and formulating recommendations. As a result, the client’s employees may not support the proposed changes and may resist or even sabotage them. 


The expertise-based strategy involves a division of labor where consultants analyze the client’s situation and design improvements and the client implements them. This division can lead to differences in design criteria and change orientation between consultants and clients. Expertise-based consultants are likely to favor change programs with explicit schedules, goals, and change activities, while underplaying the ability of the client to implement the recommended change program. Moreover, consultants seek solutions with proven records of success and, consequently, rely on change programs that have worked well in other settings and that can be readily packaged and adopted by clients. These features are intended to assure that the consultants’ expertise will be recognized and valued by clients and that the integrity of their recommendations will persist. 
Clients, on the other hand, often prefer change programs that afford maximum freedom to modify and adjust the changes to fit their specific situation, including its culture, politics, and capabilities. They seek flexibility and local control over changes. These fundamental differences can lead to consulting reports that simply gather the proverbial dust on the CEO’s book case, or that result in overt conflicts between consultants and clients.


Probably the most troublesome limitation of the expertise-based strategy is that it does little to improve the client’s ability to improve itself. Expertise-based consulting is aimed primarily at solving client problems in a single engagement, not at providing managers and employees with the skills and knowledge necessary to analyze and solve future problems. Because the expertise to assess organizations and propose improvements resides with the consultants, clients tend to become dependent on them and see little need to gain such skills themselves.


Despite these inherent problems, the expertise-based intervention strategy is well suited to particular situations. It is especially relevant when client’s problems are clearly defined, limited in scope, and require minimal amounts of organization change. In these settings, clients are likely to be clear about the “problem” but believe they do not have the knowledge or resources to understand and resolve it. Thus, they are likely to choose experts who meet their needs. The consultants can then apply their technical expertise without needing high levels of client involvement for implementation. Whether the client will then implement the recommendations remains problematic. 
Organization-Based Strategy


This intervention strategy blends the study and recommend delivery mode with the content dimension focused on social systems. In dealing with the social side of organizations, organization-based consultants address client issues related to leadership, decision making, communication, power and politics, and interpersonal and group dynamics.
 
Like the previous strategy, it is expert driven; consultants analyze and advise while clients implement change. Consultant expertise is generally rooted in the organizational behavior disciplines involving social relations, group process, and the like. Organization-based consultants seek to provide clients with the right solutions to their social problems, especially interventions that make things run smoother and more effectively.

Consultants applying the organization-based strategy typically look at organizations from a subjective viewpoint. They seek to understand client organizations as managers and employees see them, and thus employ diagnostic methods, such as interviews and surveys, that tap into members’ perceptions. 
Like expert consultants, organization-based consultants tend to regard organization change as a persuasion process supported by theory and evidence. To convince clients to change, they provide expert insights about members’ subjective experience; they then draw on those interpretations to make skilled recommendations (e.g., new leadership styles and decision-making practices) for how clients can improve themselves. This application of external expertise to internal subjective data can change how clients view their situation; it can reveal new possibilities and show them how their local knowledge can inform change. 
To make this work, organization-based consultants display a good deal of impartiality and empathy for the client’s situation. They remain unbiased toward clients while establishing a close enough relationship with them to elicit relevant social data. Clearly, this is no easy task for even the best organization consultants.

An example of the organization-based strategy involves a mid-sized consulting firm that is hired to help a company understand and resolve persistent conflicts between members of the marketing and the product development departments who need to work closely together to meet customers’ changing needs. A small team of experienced consultants is assigned to the project, and they negotiate a four-month contract to study the underlying causes of the conflict and make recommendations. The consultants collect and analyze data from members of both the marketing and the product development departments using focused interviews and a survey that measures several inter-group features that can lead to conflict between departments, such as differences in work styles, communication patterns, and performance goals. Based on the interview and survey results and their diagnosis, the consultants discover that the conflict between the two departments is caused mainly by differences in goal orientation, with marketing focused on gaining market share and product development aimed at product innovation. The consultants then recommend to the client in a formal report and oral presentation a joint goal-setting intervention with selected members from each department. The consultants also propose to facilitate the intervention for a specific time period and fee.

The organization-based intervention strategy has many of the same strengths and weaknesses as the expertise-based strategy. On the plus side, it provides an independent view of client organizations and can reveal problems and possibilities that clients have not considered. This is especially important when dealing with social issues, where clients are likely to be emotionally involved and may need an outside expert to help them sort things out. 

 On the negative side, the organization-based strategy can have problems with commitment to change and client dependency. Because clients are not generally involved in analyzing the organization or making proposals for change, they may not develop sufficient support to implement consultants’ recommendations. Moreover, organizational change can be difficult and stressful, and clients may find it less painful to defend the status quo than to change it. Organization-based strategies, like expertise-based strategies, are particularly vulnerable to clients becoming excessively dependent on consultants to solve their problems. Because social expertise can be difficult to acquire, clients can overly rely on external experts to provide that skill and knowledge. 

The application of organization-based intervention strategies is particularly appropriate in situations where clients recognize they have social problems yet do not have the expertise or resources to solve these problems themselves. It is also relevant when clients want to get an objective assessment of the social side of their organizations. Social audits, often called “cultural audits,” are increasingly being used to supplement more common financial assessments. Finally, the organization-based strategy works well in situations where clients want experts to facilitate particular social interventions, such as team building and conflict resolution. 
Teaching-Based Strategy

 
This intervention strategy is relatively new in management consulting. It is a combination of the facilitate and learn delivery mode with a content focus on technical systems.
 Teaching-based approaches are responsive to the increasing need of organizations to adapt to environments that are changing rapidly and unpredictably. In these situations, organizations must continuously change themselves; this requires building the capability to change and improve into the organization itself so it becomes a core competence. 
To help organizations accomplish this, teaching-based consultants impart knowledge and skills that get clients directly involved in analyzing and improving their organizations. When applied to technical content, teaching-based intervention strategies help managers and employees diagnose and change such organizational features as business strategy, organization structure, and information systems. Consulting engagements tend to be long and continuous; some consultants work as trainers while others work alongside clients as facilitators helping them learn skills and knowledge while they are changing their organization. Thus, clients become co-learners with consultants; they learn how to change their organization by doing it. 


Teaching-based consultants typically have technical expertise in the content of their discipline, and some have facilitation skills as well. Some act more as teachers, while others act as internal on-the-job consultants. They apply clinical skills to facilitate client involvement and to help create the collaboration, openness, and trust that are essential to member learning. 
What is unique about this approach to management consulting is that the consultants focus on the social dynamics related to designing and changing the technical side of the organization. In essence, social process is used to create technical content, such as formulating a new strategy and a new organization design to implement it. 

Teaching-based consultants generally view organizations objectively, and they seek to impart knowledge and skills to client employees. They treat corporate strategy, structure, and business functions as subjects to learn about and also as key action levers for change. They help clients to analyze technical features and redesign them accordingly. General knowledge is applied to client organizations primarily through members learning how to tailor it to their setting. Clients typically select teaching-based consultants based on their technical expertise and clinical skills; they retain them based on how well they facilitate learning and how well the change process produces measurable results.


An example of the teaching-based strategy involves a pair of consultants with skills in corporate strategy and group dynamics who work with a senior executive team to develop and implement a new strategic direction for its firm. The consultants negotiate an initial six-month project that includes a series of off-site retreats where the team learns how to create strategy by doing it. Members learn how to conduct a SWOT analysis of their situation, determine a competitive logic for the business, set appropriate financial goals, determine guidelines for designing and managing the firm, and develop specific initiatives and action plans to implement the strategy. The consultants design the format and periodically present educational inputs to teach the team how to perform these strategy-setting tasks. The consultants also facilitate the process through which team members jointly carry out these tasks. Based on the success of this initial project, the consultants agree to work with the client team for several more months to help it implement the strategy. They teach the client’s employees how to redesign the company and manage change. They help employees apply that knowledge to changing the company, and learn from those efforts how to improve it continuously. As the client gains skills and experience, the consultants play a less active role, returning periodically to help members assess overall progress of both the strategic changes and the learning process itself. 

The teaching-based strategy has a number of strengths. Because clients are directly involved in diagnosing, redesigning, and changing their organization, they are likely to become more highly committed to implementing the changes. Such commitment is essential for transformational changes that involve most features and levels of the organization. Client involvement also increases the chances that consultants’ content wisdom will be appropriate to the setting. Indeed, much of the learning is directed at helping clients translate general knowledge into situation-relevant structures, practices, and behaviors. This external vantage can also be helpful in coaching executives to develop leadership skills. Clients are likely to be less defensive about receiving feedback and direction about leadership behaviors from outside experts than from colleagues or bosses. Teaching-based consultants can provide executives with the psychological support that is needed for trying out new behaviors and learning from mistakes.
Probably the greatest strength of the teaching-based strategy is that clients learn how to change the organization, thus gaining the internal capability to change and improve it continuously. Paradoxically, successful teaching-based consultants work themselves out of a job. 


A major downside of teaching-based interventions is the long time it generally takes to complete them. Clients must first gain rudimentary knowledge and skills to diagnose and redesign their organization. They must then spend time doing those activities and implementing the results, which can take one to two years or more. Clients may not have the time or persistence needed for teaching-based consulting; they may find it too long to meet their immediate needs. 
Another problem stems from the fact that the teaching-based strategy is inherently more chaotic and uncertain than more common consulting interventions such as the expertise-based strategy. A teaching-based intervention typically involves multiple stakeholders who can have conflicting interests; because clients are involved in all stages of the intervention, it is difficult to predict how quickly they will learn and what direction they will take. These attributes of teaching-based consulting can be disturbing to clients, especially when they are used to dealing with more clearly-defined, expert-driven consulting interventions.


Teaching-based interventions are ideally suited to organizations facing environments that are changing rapidly and unpredictably. To adapt to these conditions, organizations must continuously change and transform themselves, and teaching-based consulting can help them develop that capability. It can help clients gain the core competence to continually change and improve themselves; because such expertise is not easily imitated or acquired by organizations, it can provide a strong competitive advantage in turbulent environments. 
The teaching-based strategy is especially applicable to organizations that must radically transform themselves from efficient bureaucracies into leaner, more flexible structures. To succeed, such large-scale change requires a great deal of member reeducation, commitment, and willingness to change. The client involvement intrinsic to teaching-based interventions can enable that to occur. 

Process-Based Strategy


The last intervention strategy combines the facilitate and learn delivery mode with a content focus on social systems. From its origins in humanistic psychology and organization development, the process-based strategy has been used extensively in management consulting to help clients address social issues and acquire social expertise.
 Expertise in process-based consulting is rooted in the clinical disciplines having to do with individual, group, and inter-group behavior. Consultants strongly value openness, trust, and collaboration among people and believe those values underlie healthy organizations that can perform well while satisfying members’ needs.

This strategy views organizations as socially constructed and employs a normative-re-educative approach to change them. Organizational problems are addressed through the eyes of those who create them, and clients are directly involved in diagnosing and solving them. Process-based consulting tends to be highly intense and continuous. Social issues are often emotionally charged, and acquiring skills to understand and improve them can take considerable time.
Process-based consultants play a facilitative role. They work closely with clients to help them understand how their perceptions and behaviors contribute to social problems, such as inter-group conflicts, poor team problem solving, and mis-communication across managerial levels. Clients are taught how to apply their local knowledge to develop and implement appropriate solutions. They act as co-learners, making changes in their own behaviors while acquiring the skills and knowledge to make social processes work smoother and more effectively in the organization. Process-based consultants, for example, can help to resolve or mediate conflicts between members or work teams. In helping to resolve disputes, process consultants can teach members how to manage dysfunctional conflict in the future.

An example of process-based consulting would be a consultant who is hired to help a work team make faster, more effective decisions. The engagement starts with the consultant describing to the client what this strategy is all about, particularly the need for members to take ownership over their poor decision-making behaviors and be directly involved in learning how to improve them. Then, the consultant attends several team meetings where actual decisions are being made. Early in those meetings, she or he briefly presents members with a conceptual model explaining how teams function and what kinds of behaviors can contribute to effective and ineffective decisions making. Then, based on that model, the consultant helps members periodically assess their decision-making behavior, which involves short assessment periods at the midpoint and end of each team meeting. Members are encouraged to lead these assessments, and based on them, to suggest and implement necessary changes. Over time, team members learn how to be better decision makers; they also learn how to assess and improve decision making in teams. 


Process-based consulting is particularly strong at getting clients to own their social problems and to do something constructive about them. Like the teaching-based strategy, clients are directly involved in all phases of the consulting engagement and thus increase their commitment to solutions. Moreover, because those solutions derive from clients’ local knowledge, they are clearly relevant to the situation. 
Process-based consulting not only helps clients to solve particular social problems, it also provides them with the skills and knowledge to improve the social side of their organizations continually. Such social expertise provides a strong competitive advantage, especially in today’s customer-driven organizations with lean, flexible structures.

 
The process-based strategy has certain downsides, however. It generally takes considerable time and effort, and clients are often not willing to commit sufficient resources to what they consider to be “soft” problems not directly related to bottom-line results. Because social problems are inherently emotional, clients may naturally feel uncomfortable with a consulting intervention that encourages them to confront and resolve such issues. They may find it easier and less stressful to turn to more expert-driven consulting, such as the organization-based strategy, for help. Process-based consulting focuses on social content and may ignore technical features of the organization that contribute to social problems, such as the organization structure, reward systems, and work designs. Unless these features are addressed, social problems may recur continually even with effective process-based consulting. 


The process-based strategy is highly relevant to situations where clients have social problems and where those who are directly involved are willing to confront and resolve these problems. Such member commitment is essential for taking ownership over problems and developing relevant solutions. Process-based consulting also applies to settings where members want to gain the skills needed to address and improve social processes. Such expertise generally requires practice to acquire. Process-based consulting enables clients to learn by doing; they gain skills while learning to apply them to their own situation. 

Implications for Consultants, Clients and Profession

The typology of four intervention strategies provides a broad overview of the major approaches used in management consulting today. It offers insights into how management consulting is applied to organizations and the likely results in different situations. The typology also suggests a number of implications for consultants, clients, and the consulting profession itself. 

For Consultants


Management consultants generally specialize in a particular intervention strategy. They acquire expertise and experience in applying a strategy and, if successful, tend to repeat it with future clients. Specialization is a normal outgrowth of the evolution of the consulting profession and has certain advantages. As the problems facing organizations have become more complex, consultants have tended to focus on particular issues, clients, industries and, of course, interventions. In all but a few large consulting firms, consultants do not have the broad expertise and experience to address the full range of client needs; specialization enables them to concentrate on a particular consulting niche and excel at it. 
A major problem of specialization, however, is that it can lead to “intervention myopia.” Consultants overlook important client features and dynamics that contribute to organization success, thus causing consulting failures despite consultants’ best intent and effort. Consultants applying an expertise-based strategy, for example, are likely to ignore the social dynamics underlying technical problems; they are unlikely to see value in involving clients in the intervention process. Such neglect can result in excellent technical recommendations not being implemented. Conversely, consultants using a process-based strategy will probably ignore key technical issues underlying social problems; thus, the same social problems may recur regardless of effective process consultation.


  These intervention failures could be lessened if management consultants had greater appreciation for intervention strategies other than ones they typically use. However, gaining this broader perspective is not an easy task. Consultants tend to be heavily invested in specific intervention strategies and are unlikely to consider alternatives unless there are compelling reasons to do so. Moreover, intervention strategies are generally reinforced with use and become habitual; consultants rarely question the assumptions and biases underlying them, and instead take their strategies for granted. 

To overcome these problems, consultants might start with an explicit reevaluation of their favored intervention strategy, surfacing underlying assumptions about when it has worked and run into trouble. Then, these consultants could use their assessment as a baseline against which to compare other intervention strategies and to learn more about them. This effort at self-reflection can heighten awareness of critical blind spots in favored strategies and might reveal entirely new steps that would improve future interventions. For example, consultants might further choose to broaden their own expertise or to consider teaming with other consultants who have complementary skills and knowledge. 


The typology of four strategies outlined in this chapter can help to guide this reevaluation by giving consultants more informed choices about alternative intervention strategies. It can also direct speculation about how consultants might combine the four strategies to complement each other and thereby achieve more powerful results, like in a multiplier effect. 
Probably the easiest way is to blend two strategies that share a common dimension, such as broadening one's content focus from technical systems to include social systems while adhering to the same study and recommend delivery mode. In doing so, consultants would benefit from a different yet related content perspective under the same mode of delivery. Because both types of content share a study and recommend delivery mode, this shift does not involve such an enormous change in capabilities. An expertise-based consulting firm moving in this direction might then decide to hire organization-based consultants with advanced content knowledge about social systems. 
A more difficult yet powerful way to combine strategies is where neither strategy shares a common dimension. Here, consultants would have to acquire an entirely different approach to consulting involving both a new content focus and a new delivery mode. For example, consultants using a study and recommend approach relying on technical systems content might attempt to broaden their approach to include both social systems content focus and the facilitate and learn delivery mode. This leap would require a drastic change in consultant skills and knowledge; so rather than learning the expertise themselves, consultants could form an alliance with or acquire a firm whose consultants subscribe to the other strategy. 


While blending intervention strategies can take advantage of complementary perspectives, just how these combinations can be applied to specific client situations is still highly speculative. One plausible scenario, for example, might start with consultants using the expertise-based strategy to diagnose a client’s technical systems content and make recommendations for change. Next, the consultants would apply the organization-based strategy to propose particular social systems processes needed to implement the technical changes. This could be followed with a process-based strategy where the consultants work directly with client members helping them to surface concerns about the change and reduce resistance. Finally, as employees gain social skills and become more involved in the change process, the consultants could apply a teaching-based strategy where new skills are taught to employees so they can cope better with the changes and lean how to implement them. 
For Clients


Perspective clients can use the proposed typology of intervention strategies to make informed choices about management consultants. They need to first familiarize themselves with the strategies and the conditions under which they are more appropriate. Then, based on their consulting needs, clients can determine which of the strategies (or combination of them) best fits their situation. That information can then be used to choose a suitable consultant. For example, clients might interview consultants and ask pertinent questions about how they intervene with clients: What are their assumptions about organizations and change?  What organization features and processes do they diagnose? What action levers do they employ? How do they measure success? What is their primary expertise? What role will they play, and what role do they expect clients to play? 


Answers to these questions can provide added insight into a consultant’s preferred intervention strategies. Such information can be then used to assess how well prospective consultants fit with the client's needs; it can also reveal limitations inherent to proposed strategies. Clients might, for example, select different kinds of consultants for different consulting needs; they might also employ them simultaneously or in a certain temporal order depending on how the situation evolves. Knowledge about different intervention strategies can help clients make these difficult choices.

For the Consulting Profession


The typology presented in this chapter raises important implications for the consulting profession, especially with regard to how consultants acquire competence at making interventions, and how the profession considers the value of different intervention strategies. 
Management consultants generally gain skills and knowledge in only one of the strategies. The vast majority are trained in business schools, which strongly emphasize the study and recommend delivery mode with a focus on technical systems and occasionally on social content. Very little, if any, training is given in the teaching-based or process-based strategies.

This concentration of business schools on learning an expertise-based strategy of intervention is not surprising. It is what business schools do well, and it is the primary intervention strategy for the large consulting firms that do much of the hiring in the field. A smaller yet significant number of management consultants receive training in the helping professions, such as clinical psychology and social work, or in organization development. This education centers heavily on the facilitate and learn delivery mode with a focus on social systems; it prepares consultants for the process-based strategy of intervention. 


Current training in the consulting profession contributes to a natural division in the field between hard-nosed, expertise-based consultants and softer, process-based consultants. Rather than perpetuate this schism, the typology proposed in this chapter strongly suggests that consultants will likely be more effective if they receive broader training that encompasses more than one intervention strategy. They do not necessarily need to become specialists in other strategies, but they should gain rudimentary skills and knowledge so they know how the strategies work under certain conditions. Such multi-strategy education should go a long way to overcoming the intervention myopia described previously. Management consultants might then begin to appreciate and may even practice the other strategies.

Like consulting education, the profession itself is split into different camps roughly along the lines of the intervention strategies described here. The dominant approach to management consulting is by far the expertise-based strategy. As shown in this chapter, these divisions are a natural outgrowth of the varied assumptions and practices that underlie the different strategies. Because the expertise-based strategy is so prevalent in the consulting profession, it is significantly more valued than the other strategies and, thus, is afforded a great deal more legitimacy. This not only perpetuates the intervention myopia and narrow training that permeates the profession, but worse, it makes it far more difficult for other strategies to draw talented recruits and clients. 

The consulting profession appears to be on the “cusp of disruption,” 9 however, suggesting that its predominate delivery mode and content focus may come under increasing scrutiny and change. Faced with clients who want greater value, speed, and responsiveness, management consulting is gradually disaggregating into modular service providers. Examples of this trend include full-service consulting firms that restructure into specialized units that focus on a particular part of the consulting value chain; consultants who deliver their knowledge, methods, and analytics digitally and embed them in clients’ information systems; third-party platforms that link freelance consultants to clients resulting in “uberification” of the consulting profession. All of these innovations suggest that the consulting profession may need to consider a broader array of intervention strategies than the traditional expertise-based strategy. 
Hopefully, this chapter provides a useful framework for exploring different consulting intervention strategies and considering how they fit with consultants’ and clients’ emerging needs. It demonstrates the value and relevance of four intervention strategies and shows how none alone can succeed in all situations but that all are needed to satisfy a client’s changing and varied needs, especially in today’s fast-paced digital and global world. 
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Notes to Chapter

Sidebar


Case of Implementation Failure - LEG Inc., a large multi-service consulting firm, is renowned for its advanced models and techniques for assessing and determining corporate strategy. Employing the brightest MBAs from mostly top-10 business schools, LEG has built a solid reputation for delivering the “goods” when it came to assessing clients and their markets and recommending appropriate strategies. Moreover, LEG responds rapidly to client needs. As one amazed customer remarked: “LEG is like the Army in Desert Storm. A dozen or more of them descended on us almost overnight, collecting data, crunching numbers, and making proposals.” Unfortunately, LEG’s approach to management consulting is increasingly coming under attack from critics who suggest that “good analyses and proposals” are not enough to achieve success. Rather, “execution” of corporate strategy is what matters. Indeed, the CEO of one of LEG’s clients was recently cited in a popular business magazine as saying: “LEG did a good job for us. The market analysis was insightful and the recommended business strategy made sense. Where we ran into trouble was getting middle managers to buy into it. They just didn’t seem to understand where we needed to go and what needed to done to get there. Perhaps this isn’t LEG’s fault, but they could have warned us. We wasted a large investment”  
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Exhibit 2

 Alternative Delivery Modes

		Study & Recommend		Facilitate & Learn

		History		Engineering; ACME		Humanistic psychology

		Assumptions about organization change 		Empirical-rational process; Change via persuasion		Normative-re-educative process; Change via involvement

		Underlying values		Effectiveness, efficiency		Collaboration, openness, trust

		Major objectives		Getting it right		Increasing capacity of client to solve own problems

		Consultant expertise		Discipline based		Clinical based

		Role of consultant		Solution giver		Facilitator

		Role of client		Solution implementer		Co-learner

		Intensity & length of engagement		Arms length; periodic		High; continuous
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Exhibit 3

 Content Focus

		Technical Systems		Social Systems

		History		Scientific management		Organization development

		Primary emphasis		Solving problems correctly 		Making things run smoother

		Assumptions about the nature of organizations 		Objective; independently measured		Subjective; socially constructed

		Assumptions about knowledge utilization		General knowledge applies to specific situations		Local knowledge necessary

		Action levers for change		Strategy, task structure, and business functions 		Individuals, groups, and their relationships

		Pertinent data		Manifest
Industry and competitors; client company; business functions		Latent
Leadership; decision making, communication, and problem solving processes; interpersonal relations; group process

		Consultant selection criteria		Technical expertise and industry knowledge		Interpersonal Competence

		Consultant retention criteria		Demonstrable work and financial results		Trust






































